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Abstract
Through the lens of food utopias, this article explores
the opportunities and dilemmas experienced by selected
civic food networks (CFNs) in Australia as they seek
to scale-up from local initiatives, to regional coalitions,
to national social movements. Findings from qualitative
analysis of key informant interviews indicate the ways
that scaling up is both a micro- and macro-level process.
While local initiatives focus on different problems (food
waste, hunger, health, ecology), establishing shared
visions that emphasise systems reform has shaped coali-
tion building and collective action beyond the local. As
problem and solution definitions converge and diverge
around justice and rights, however, limitations in the
representation, positioning and ‘voice’ of marginalised
stakeholders – specifically, indigenous people and those
most affected by hunger – have emerged. This has
opened up new spaces of contestation that today take
central place in determining the trajectory of ‘values-
based territorial food networks’ in Australia.
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SCALING UP CIVIC FOOD UTOPIAS IN AUSTRALIA 141

INTRODUCTION

Transitions to more sustainable and equitable food systems will require transformations into new
pathways, which are increasingly dependent on the ability for new visions that provide the ‘seeds
of change’ to take root (Folke et al., 2010; Geels & Schot, 2010). This article examines the potential
for civic food networks (CFNs) at multiple scales to influence systemic transformations that are
deeper, more lasting, more inclusive and more just; a challenge made even more urgent in the
context of the coronavirus pandemic, global systems shocks (climate change, economic crisis)
and growing hunger (Blay-Palmer et al., 2020; UNDESA, 2020). Food justice is at the heart of this
dilemma, considering that despite the growth of ‘values-based territorial food networks’ (VTFNs),
massive disparities in food access between and within nations continue (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF,
WFP &WHO, 2020).
Seen here as a subset of VTFNs, CFNs – including urban agriculture initiatives, food charity

networks and food policy councils – often operate within social solidarity economies in which
social goals are prioritised over economic growth. Their transformative potential is optimisti-
cally understood to stem from their opposition to mainstream food provisioning through log-
ics that (a) redistribute value in market transactions; (b) reorganise producer–consumer rela-
tions based on trust and proximity; and (c) engender new forms of reflexivity, social learning
and organisation. CFNs tend to also support deeper civic engagement in shaping public opin-
ion, culture, institutions and policies through multiscalar policy advocacy and social move-
ment activism (Renting et al., 2012, p. 300; see also Goodman et al. 2014; Holt-Gimenez &
Shattuck, 2011). These are held together by diverse values associated with sustainable food sys-
tems, such as ecological integrity, social wellbeing (including health and social justice), eco-
nomic resilience and ethical governance (see also Atakar & Myers, 2020). Civic food initiatives,
coalitions and movements are built and connected across scales, in that community-level initia-
tives can ‘foster knowledge co-creation and ultimately cement collective action to global pres-
sures’ in turn enhancing sustainability and resilience locally that can facilitate transformations
at other scales (Blay-Palmer et al., 2016, p. 27). However, the ways that CFNs can scale into sys-
tems that transform the drivers of food system inequality are not well understood. This prompts
renewed analysis of the potential and limitations of VTFNs to move from localised efforts to
more collective, ‘trans-local’ forms that address the structural causes of food system injustice.
Understanding this process is a key focus of this article and requires both unpacking VTFNs
imaginative visions – as precursors for transformative action – and a critical lens on whose
voices are included (or not), recognising that some groups (particularly indigenous and those
who are most ‘food poor’) are often more excluded than others (see Davy, 2016; Richards et al.,
2016).
This article seeks to contribute to this literature by examining the challenges faced byAustralian

CFNs as they progress visions for transformation and opportunities formore collective scaling-up.
In Australia, the civic food movement has been steadily growing against a backdrop of increas-
ing public awareness of domestic food insecurity, the impacts of climate change on farmers and
lack of co-ordinated food policy-making (Carey et al., 2015; Dixon&Richards, 2016). Experimental
local initiatives have proliferated substantiallymore rapidly than collective governance (i.e., coali-
tions or movements) at regional or national levels however (Smith, 2019; Lyons et al., 2013). Few
Australian studies have examined the challenges and opportunities facing these emerging food
networks across scales. Adopting Wald and Hill’s (2016, p. 205) assertion that ‘the opportunities
of political mobilisation may occur at different scales at different times’, I ask: How are visions of
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142 SMITH

food system transformation constructed by CFNs at different scales (initiative, coalition, social move-
ment) in Australia? What opportunities and challenges exist to strengthen collective food justice in
this context?
This article draws on qualitative research conducted with movement leaders in 10 CFNs oper-

ating across geographic scales in Australia, outlined in Table 1. These are all contributing experi-
mental solutions to food system reform and thus fit with the overarching notion of ‘VTFN’ devel-
oped in the Editorial of this special issue: initiatives are primarily local, coalitions are regional
and movements are national. Their values vary across scales and actors, but as I argue later, can
be generally seen to have moved away from global ideals of food sovereignty1 (which has been
problematic for coalition and movement building in Australia) towards narratives that empha-
sise systemic reform, rights and food justice.2 They are also understood to be ‘trans-scalar’, in
that new values and networks emerge out of the processes through which these territorial actors
intersect.3 Each of these CFNs have also identified ‘scaling’ to be a central tension in their work,
further cementing scale as an important analytical focus for this article. Following Utting (2015),
scaling is therefore examined here as both a micro and macro process – it refers to the capacity
for affecting values and norms (micro) as well as the capacity for empowerment through col-
lective action, democratic decision-making, the enlargement of public space and public ‘voice’
(macro). Utting (2015) further argues that these micro and macro processes should be integrated
if CFNs are to stay true to their values (however defined). In this study, a primary aim is to exam-
ine how shared values have been established and negotiated amongst Australian CFNs at differ-
ent scales (initiative, coalition, social movement), in order to understand how CFNs move from
utopian visions to alternative food futures that are viable, replicable, scalable and democratically
supported. I am particularly interested in the contested voices shaping the civic food agenda in
Australia and the insights they provide for understanding tensions and challenges around scaling
up.
The article is organised as follows. First, I present literature on CFNs, transformation and scale,

emphasising the need to place common goals and collective action at the centre of any theory of
food system transformation. These general concepts are then contextualised with reference to
CFNs in Australia. Next follows a brief description of the qualitative research methodology. Find-
ings are then organised along the themes of micro andmacro scaling-up. I first map out how (and
why) defining ‘fair food’ at the micro level has been strategically important for scaling-up support
for CFNs in Australia, a process that has been marked by tensions between those who advocate
for food sovereignty and those who seek to progress an agenda of food justice. Second, I con-
sider more closely the challenges involved in establishing this shared agenda. Tensions around
the representation and voice of people who most experience poverty and hunger and indige-
nous people point to the need for caution around whose visions of food system transformation
are being mobilised. The article concludes by considering opportunities for stronger co-operation
between and across scales as civic initiatives, coalitions and movements seek to deepen the prac-
tice of utopian food futures. As such, this article contributes unique insights into the ambiva-
lences, dissonances and contradictions of CFNs to complement the international literature and
the theme of this special issue and is informative for thinking about post-COVID food systems.
It also contributes to developing the concept of ‘values-based territorial food systems’ by high-
lighting how the potential expansion of civic food values in Australia is enmeshed with a growing
recognition of the need for action to redress inclusion and exclusion of food network actors across
scales.
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SCALING UP CIVIC FOOD UTOPIAS IN AUSTRALIA 143

TABLE 1 Description of CFN case studies informing this study

Initiative type
(data label)

Form of consumer-producer relations, role in civic
governance Established

[I1] Food hub Food connect: Community supported agriculture; solidarity
finance of community-owned infrastructure; <100 km radius
peri-urban agroecological producers. Also run a not-for-profit
foundation; active in policy advocacy, member of regional
coalition and national movement leadership.

10+ years

[I2] Food charity Community food pantry (anonymous), with some government
funding for food charity services, mostly food boxes and cooked
meals. Food is sourced from national food relief charities,
donations, urban farms (see case 3) and some backyard
production; citizen-consumers are drawn from
homeless/disadvantaged groups, who also participate in
preparing and sharing food.

15+ years

[I3] Urban farm Mini-farm project: Not-for-profit community organisation using
‘special purpose urban and peri-urban agriculture’ to provide
fresh produce for food charities. Producers are volunteers who
convert underutilised urban space in Brisbane into urban
farms; consumers are ‘those in need’ of food charity.

2015

[I4] Closed loop
enterprise

Loop growers: Social enterprise, feeding a growing community of
households and local businesses via chemical free, closed-loop
agroecological system and knowledge exchange. Circular
economy model collecting organic materials (food waste or
yield) from cafes, bars and brewers which is then composted
on-farm for production of bio-intensive market garden.

2017

[I5] Local food
service
provider

Good food trailer: Australia’s first crowd-funded ‘food trailer’
supporting asylum seekers and refugees to gain employment
and share cultural food knowledge. Associated with a highly
regarded community enterprise co-operative supporting people
with intellectual disabilities and/or mental health issues, GFT
is staffed entirely by people with disadvantages.

2015

[C1] Coalition 1 Brisbane: Voluntary network of citizens, food system researchers,
activists and policymakers, advocating for food justice and
regenerative agriculture.

2018

[C2] Coalition 2 Sydney: Voluntary, nation-wide advocacy coalition of
organisations, practitioners, health and community workers,
and researchers working to ensure the right to food is
respected, protected and fulfilled in Australia.

2015

[C3] Coalition 3 Melbourne : New food policy/governance group, supported
financially by the City of Melbourne (local government),
governed by 12 community leaders and specialists in food
systems. Extends an alliance in operation since 2009.

2019

[M1] Movement 1 Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance (AFSA): National farmer-led
organisation working towards a food system in which people
can create, manage, and choose their food system. AFSA is an
independent, not-for-profit association, not aligned with any
political party.

2010

[M2] Movement 2 New Economy Network Australia (NENA): Grassroots national
advocacy and action network working to transform Australia’s
economic system so that achieving ecological health and social
justice are the foundational principles and primary objectives,
with food as one focal area.

2017
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144 SMITH

LITERATURE REVIEW

CFNs, transformation and scale

VTFNs – which include CFNs – have emerged as important sites for investigating the challenges
and opportunities associated with food system transformation, highlighting the need for research
to problematise the notion of ‘scaling-up’. As the international literature below suggests, it is not
clear how or why scaling up is an appropriate strategy for transformative change, considering the
challenges and limitations of doing so, nor whether this is desirable (Pitt & Jones, 2016).
CFNs include community gardens and urban farms, farmers’ markets, co-operatives and farm-

gates, community supported agriculture schemes, food swaps, slow food, organics, food rescue
charities and ‘local’ food service enterprises, as well as food-focused collectives such as policy
coalitions, councils and advocacy alliances operating regionally, nationally and transnationally.
The latter are said to connect place-based initiatives with more collective efforts to affect policy
change, build networks, strengthen social learning and create opportunities formultiscalar action
around food systems reform (Friedmann, 2020; Lang et al., 2009). CFNs thus represent political
strategies that operate at a range of scales and aim for a range of outcomes, yet remain embedded
within ‘alternative’, ‘local’ or ‘short’ food networks – in short, VTFNs – that tend to share values
based on proximity (i.e., local food), flexibility and co-operation, social justice, environmental sus-
tainability, health and nutrition (Friedmann, 2007; Goodman et al., 2014). They also share some
normative goals such as the promotion of agroecology, food sovereignty or food justice that elevate
the aim of ensuring food access for all (Chappell and Schneider, 2016). These qualities havemeant
that scaling-up the pace, scope or impact of grassroots food initiatives, coalitions and movements
is often (uncritically) adopted as a goal for transforming food systems towards sustainability and
justice.
At the same time, a vast literature argues that assuming a linear trajectory – from local to other

scales, or from niche to mainstream – and a positive normative framing for scaling is problem-
atic (DeLind, 2011; Mount, 2012; Navin, 2015). While CFNs represent important ‘political actions
at multiple scales’, they are also often ‘disconnected initiatives that have not yet resulted in sys-
tem change’ (Blay-Palmer et al., 2016, p. 28). Niche innovations do not necessarily continue to
deliver outcomes when scaled ‘out’ to impact greater numbers, at the same time as scaling ‘up’ to
impact policy changemeans that the core values and objectives of VTFNs can become lost (Moore
et al., 2015; Utting, 2015). For example, Connelly and Beckie (2016, p. 53) have observed how local
food initiatives must often make trade-offs between increasing reach and ‘their commitment to
values-based transformation of food systems’ (see also Beckie et al., 2012). Alongside problem-
atic national-level policies, power imbalances betweenVTFNs and industry/corporations, limited
public awareness, weak government capacity and the exclusion of marginalised voices, civic food
leaders do not always have the strategic capacity (resources, relationships and skills) to scale out
to policy spheres (Hoey and Sponseller, 2018). A further limiting factor also lies in transforming
people’s values, cultural practices and relationships; what Moore et al. (2015) label scaling ‘deep’.
As Born and Purcell (2006, p. 195) correctly point out, ‘which goal is achieved will depend not

on the scale itself but on the agenda of those who are empowered by the scalar strategy’. Conse-
quently, the capacity for CFNs to redress inequalities within food systems has been mixed, espe-
cially around race, class, gender, ethnicity, citizenship, ability, religion or community (Horst et al.,
2017). An enduring criticism of CFNs (and VTFNs more generally) is that they are predominately
considered ‘a White space, with White bodies and associated White language, culture, delivery
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SCALING UP CIVIC FOOD UTOPIAS IN AUSTRALIA 145

of services, and food associated with White foodie culture’ (Cohen and Reynolds, 2016 cited in
Horst et al., 2017, p. 284). This has created a gap between the intent and outcomes of food justice
(Allen, 2008), whereby political dimensions such as ‘who participates in decision-making and
whose rights and values are recognised’ can be overlooked, leading to misrepresentation and lim-
its to the creation of inclusive institutions (Moragues-Faus, 2017, p. 31; see also Hinrichs, 2010).
The root causes of inequality can also be bypassed when local practices are privileged ahead of
multilevel systems explanations, just as collective actors can also create or perpetuate injustices
(Moragues-Faus, 2017; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). VTFNs at all scales must therefore more critically
assess their contribution to redressing systemic inequalities related to historical and ongoing dis-
advantage, especially in relation to colonisation and the impoverishment of indigenous peoples
(Horst et al., 2017).
In recognition of this, Utting (2015, p. 20) suggests that what is needed is ‘integrated scaling up’

– growing collective institutional forms without losing the core values and objectives of justice,
solidarity and democratic participation. He argues that deeper transformation requires attention
to both the micro level of (a) broad, co-constructed principles that subsequently enable multiple
civic, state andprivate actors to agree uponpolicy directions (i.e., policy coherence), and themacro
level of (b) meaningful participation in collective action, including strengthening voice, contesta-
tion, advocacy, co-construction, negotiation, networking, and building and sustaining alliances.
These each have their own sets of complexities, constraints and trade-offs. This article applies
this conceptual framework to unpack the micro and macro processes that connect civic food ini-
tiatives, coalitions and social movements, contributing a unique analysis of the challenges and
opportunities for scaling up VTFNs in Australia to complement the existing literature (presented
next).

Scaling up in Australia: challenges to initiatives, coalitions and
movements

In Australia, bottom-up food initiatives have been steadily growing over the past two decades.
Smith (2019) identified over 500 civic food initiatives and networks across Australia, although the
actual number is likely much higher.4 Most are located in urban areas, and most emphasise some
form of agroecological food production, farmer–consumer solidarity, improving food access and
a concern with structural food systems reform. These have replicated and expanded substantially
in recent decades as part of broader movements to reimagine food systems, particularly in urban
contexts (Larder et al., 2012). However, changing the food system requires more than individual
initiatives; ‘it entails a complicated process that unfolds across a network of stakeholders’ through
a set of ‘mutually supporting social relations’ (Brislen, 2018, p. 106). Examining these social rela-
tions across scales has not been the focus of research in Australia to date.
Studies fromAustralia havemostly examined the growth and impacts of urban agriculture (i.e.,

community gardens) in capital cities Melbourne, Sydney, Canberra and Brisbane, exploring their
visions and values (Canal Vieira et al, 2020), economic viability (Guitart et al., 2015), marketing
(Mason & Knowd, 2010), city planning (Lyons et al., 2013) and local government connections
(Thornton, 2017). Edwards and Mercer (2013) have contributed case studies that position food
waste activism in the context of VTFNs, food justice and diverse economies. Larder et al. (2012) sit-
uate backyard gardening within broader rights and food sovereignty agendas. Research into food
rescue charities5 has been critical of charities’ tendency to ‘deflect query, debate and structural
action on food poverty and hunger’ (Booth &Whelan, 2014, p. 1392). Recent studies have also con-
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146 SMITH

sidered food hubs, buyers’ groups, farmers’ markets and specialist retailers, revealing increased
consumer and producer participation as well as limitations around affordability, actual contri-
butions to food access, and environmental outcomes (Canal Vieira et al., 2020; Smith, 2019). In
line with international findings, there are concerns that these types of initiatives benefit wealth-
ier, white, middle-class consumers, and serve recreational, social and educational functions more
than social justice aims (Guitart et al., 2015). Certainly, very few (if any) CFNs are historically
or currently indigenous led, and there is increasing recognition that Australian food movements
need to improve ‘listening and learning and acting’ with First Nations people (AFSA, 2021).
Beyond the local, regional coalitions such as the ‘Right to Food Coalition’, ‘Melbourne Food

Alliance’, ‘FairFoodAlliance.Brisbane’ and ‘Sustain’ have emerged as key advocates for stronger
partnerships between governments, community groups, researchers and activist organisations
(Loff et al., 2008; McCartan & Palermo, 2016; Smith, 2019). These relationships reflect a plurality
of individuals, groups or associations who are engaged in networks of alliances based on shared
values and understandings that weave together to build movements (Diani et al., 2010). The ‘Aus-
tralian Food Sovereignty Alliance’ (AFSA) is currently the only example of a truly national, food-
specific civic alliance in Australia and is thus better described as a movement. Beyond its grass-
rootsmembership of farmers, advocates, researchers and citizen-consumers, AFSA is also embed-
ded in a global network of food sovereignty organisations.6 Most recently, the ‘New Economy
Network Australia’ (NENA) has emerged as a multiscalar movement with connections to food
system reform; being relatively new, no studies have examined its influence to date. These actors
are supported by a growing body of ordinary ‘food citizens’ striving to create better food futures.
Very few Australian studies have examined the connection between local-level initiatives and

the growth of regional/national ‘umbrella organisations’ representing a wider range of stakehold-
ers, values, visions or interests in the food system. One exception is Parker and Morgan’s (2013)
study of the ‘Sydney Food Fairness Alliance’. They argue that coalitions such as this have emerged
with a view to move beyond single issues and an urban-elite focus, to address food access through
the lens of rights and governance. Research in Victoria found a third driver of coalition forma-
tion: to work on systems level issues and influence government policy ‘as a response to the lack
of governmental bodies that can set or create food policy independently’ (McCartan & Palermo,
2016, p. 917). Sippel and Larder’s (2019) research demonstrated how rescaling the global concept of
food sovereignty to better fit the Australian context has generated tension between rural produc-
ers and urban non-producers within the AFSAmovement, drawing criticisms that the movement
has become ‘too local’ and not sufficient to affect transformative change. Beyond these studies,
there has been relatively little sociological analysis that considers how key CFNs in Australia have
sought to collectively scale-up their visions and activities, and the contradictions and trade-offs
they have experienced along the way.

METHODOLOGY

According to Olin Wright (2010, p. 10), building theories of social transformation requires us not
only to diagnose and critique the current world, but also to analyse the ‘obstacles, possibilities
and dilemmas of transformation’ experienced by emancipatory social innovations in the present,
in order to expand these ideas into the future. This article therefore seeks to understand how
Australian CFNs can sustain genuine food system transformation, developed through an analysis
of how ‘visions’ of food justice have been mobilised and contested across scales, by whom, and
with what impact on enabling collection action. This draws on the idea of ‘food utopias’, which
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SCALING UP CIVIC FOOD UTOPIAS IN AUSTRALIA 147

has emerged as an important theoretical andmethodological lens through which to consider how
various actors are re-imagining what a better food system might look like, in order to ‘loosen the
boundaries on whose ideas matter around food’ (Stock et al., 2015, p. 4). This goes beyond utopias
as purely imaginative spaces, arguing that investigating CFNs can help us to critique dominant
food narratives, document experimentswhere food is being done differently, and explore how this
is likely a messy process (Stock et al., 2015, p. 6).
In linewith this approach, semi-structured interviewswere conductedwith ten leaders of CFNs

in Australia (Table 1). Participants were drawn from: five ‘local’ initiatives in Brisbane, including
a community food hub (I1), food charity (I2), urban farm (I3), closed loop enterprise (I4) and
local food café (I5); three ‘regional’ coalitions in Brisbane [C1], Sydney [C2] and Melbourne [C3];
and two ‘national’ social movement actors, the AFSA (M1) and NENA (NENA; M2). These sites7
reflect a diverse selection of current civic food experiments at local and regional scales, with AFSA
and NENA being two of only three national level, citizen-led food movement organisations in the
country. Cases were selected based on their goals of increasing access to healthy, locally produced
food, social justice and environmental sustainability, and on their diversity of membership and
impacts. Participants were identified using a combination of publicly available information, pur-
posive and snowball sampling.
As presented earlier, Table 1 indicates how each case ‘fits’ with Renting et al.’s (2012) description

of CFNs, thus positioning them as important examples of ‘real food utopias’ that we can learn
from8 Stock et al. (2015). While the physical scale at which they operate organises my analysis of
how visions are expressed and contested, I also recognise that ‘interests are constituted at many
different scales’ (Cox 2002, cited inGoodman et al., 2014, p. 23). This article applies this perspective
by focusing between and across scales, where visions are co-constructed, negotiated and contested
as CFNs seek to contribute to wider transformations. All participants gave permission for details
of initiatives to be published, however, the names of individuals have been removed to protect
confidentiality.
Participants were asked to reflect on the histories of local food initiatives and the trajectories of

regional/national alliances and coalitions, as well as their visions for future food system trans-
formation. Interviews aimed to collect information about (i) goals, activities and outcomes of
the initiatives, (ii) core values or concepts driving their vision for change; and (iii) challenges in
scaling-up these visions. Interviews were conducted for 1–1.5 h, either in person or online, during
August–December 2019 and May 2020.
Following Braun and Clarke’s (2019) well-established methods for reflexive thematic analysis,

interviews were transcribed and coded via an iterative process of open and axial coding. This gen-
erated ‘patterns of sharedmeaning underpinned by a central meaning-based concept’ (Braun and
Clarke, 2019, p. 10) and resulted in themes that reflect agreements, contradictions and challenges
in establishing shared goals and processes of scaling-up. Conceptually, this analysis was guided by
the framework of ‘integrative scaling-up’ described earlier, with an emphasis on understanding
obstacles to transformation central to the food utopias perspective. Utting’s (2015) differentiation
betweenmicro andmacro levels appropriately captured the subthemes inmy data: defining scale,
challenges in establishing shared visions (i.e., micro level), and strengths and limits of collec-
tivism (i.e., macro level). In line with conventions for communicating qualitative findings, direct
quotes from interviews are providedwhere they illustrate key themes identified via thematic anal-
ysis. This method is ‘about telling “stories”, about interpreting, and creating, not discovering and
finding the “truth” that is either “out there” and findable from, or buried deep within, the data’
(Braun and Clarke, 2019, p. 7) and is well-aligned with food utopia’s emphasis on creating spaces
for potentially contrasting visions for the future of food. The remainder of this article describes
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148 SMITH

participants’ journeys through individual/local issues to a systems-justice approach that now per-
meates much of the regional and national level work, with focus on the main systemic challenge
emerging from the data: representation and voice.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

(Micro) scaling-up: from sustainability to systems change and justice

Co-creating shared visions for food system transformation has been central to the trajectory of
Australian VTFNs, but the process has been contentious. Within the civic food space, the ‘need
for more scaling up’ [C3] was widely shared, although ‘everybody comes with a different vision
of what it should be’ [C1]. Interviewees all described how Australian food initiatives have long
mobilised around core sustainability issues of living within ecological limits, reducing fossil fuel
consumption, health and nutrition and responding to climate change, in line with global sus-
tainability challenges more generally – expressed as concerns with food miles, organics, healthy
food access, food waste and environmental protection. This indicates the dynamic nature of scale,
whereby ‘local’ issues are informed by contestations occurring globally (Wald & Hill, 2016).
A strong localisation discourse has ensued alongside the growth of urban agriculture in par-

ticular (Thornton, 2017), as has interest in improving economic returns to farmers and diversify-
ing opportunities for urban consumers through food co-operatives and food hubs (Canal Vieira
et al., 2020). Supporting findings by Guitart et al. (2015), here participants described visions of
community building and education, improving health through fresh food consumption, building
environmental diversity and resilience through permaculture, organics or regenerative agricul-
ture, and enhancing sociocultural inclusion. Addressing food waste through community-based
circular economy has been a significant recent addition to VTFNs in Australia. With such diver-
sity across initiatives, growing the influence of the civic food message has required being able to
define – and agree on – a shared language and simplified goals.
While some local market-based initiatives have certainly tried to replicate or spread to impact

greater numbers, visions for systemic change have deepened, signalling efforts to socialise the
wider food system. This was especially the case for people working on environmental issues and
health – reflecting the early synergetic space between food and policy-making in Australia. All
participants described how crises such as the current pandemic, but also wildfires, drought and
floods that periodically devastate food and farming in Australia have influenced thinking about
sustainable systems change. For example, one urban farmer described the shift as one ‘where you
think deeply enough that whatever you do now hasn’t got negative ripple effects down the track
[as well as] how do we engage people in this next phase’ [I1].
Coalitions across scales have likewise been ‘broadening [their] focus out from health to sus-

tainable, healthy, equitable food systems’ [I3]. There has been a deliberate attempt to ‘try not
to isolate food from all the other things that are so intrinsic to having a healthy food system’
such as employment and housing [C2]. There is also ‘more social justice emerging now [and]
there’s more right to food framing coming front and centre’ [C3]. This was also articulated in
the mission statements of the FairFoodAlliance.Brisbane as they advocate for a ‘sustainable and
just food system’ [C1], and the Right to Food Coalition who argues for ‘equitable access to nutri-
tious food [and]everyone’s right to food’ (Right to Food Coalition, 2016). At the national level, the
AFSA looks to the global food sovereignty movement as their guide, emphasising ‘Everybody’s
right to food that’s culturally appropriate and nutritious, produced in ethical and ecologically
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sound ways, and our right to democratically determine our own food and agriculture system’
[M1].
The NENA has also expanded the scope of civil society engagement by emphasising economic

systems reform as the backbone for systemic transformation, with a number of grassroots-driven,
geographic and sectoral ‘hubs’ focused on sustainable food, energy, transport, housing, indigenous
economics and ecological economics (among others). NENA aims to reorient action beyond the
food system and reconfigure the economic system through ‘a small number of core goals that they
can all band around, even when they are competitors: ecological health, social justice’ [M2].
Interviewees further agreed that it has been relatively easy to build a broader appeal to address-

ing structural inequalities ‘as being the fundamental building blocks ofmore sustainable, resilient,
equitable food systems’ [C3]. Broadening the problem framing to reveal its systemic or root causes
is a widely documented strategy within literature on scaling (Utting, 2015), as civil society actors
seek to encourage mainstream institutions to deepen their practices (Pitt & Jones, 2016). Estab-
lishing a shared normative framing through which to impact the deeper ‘cultural roots’ that shift
problem domains has beenmore difficult, however. In Australia, this challenge hinges on contes-
tation around food sovereignty, food justice and rights.
Reflecting earlier findings (Sippel & Larder, 2019), food sovereignty has not sat comfortably in

the Australian context despite providing a strong counter-narrative to our history of large-scale
agriculture usurping family farms, and the displacement of indigenous peoples and foodways
through settler colonialism (see van Reyk, 2021).My interviews revealed food sovereignty to rarely
be explicitly referred to by local level initiative actors. It was also contentious for coalition-level
actors (who, perhaps not unrelatedly, identify more with policy and advocacy roles rather than as
producers), with many preferring the language of justice and rights over sovereignty.
Still, questions such as ‘Who produces food, how, and for whose benefit; Who makes decisions

about what we eat and who profits from it; Where’s the voice of the eater and the farmer’ [C2]
have empowered individuals and collectives, as this quote from a coalition leader demonstrates.
While on one hand this suggests that the food sovereigntymovement has been somewhat effective
in bringing attention to agency and food democracy in Australia, it also illustrates the growth of
food justice narratives at the level of micro norms and values. In Australia, food justice seems
to have provided a stronger narrative for bridging trans-scalar discourses about food systems
reform.
The issue of food relief is demonstrative here. Although Australians are increasingly aware

of the growing problems of domestic hunger and food waste, many participants lamented the
lack of critical public (and government) engagement in understanding the inter-scalar nature of
hunger (individual), income inequality (socioeconomic) and food waste (systemic). Other con-
tentious aspects of foodbanks include a concern with the nutritional content of food relief, over-
reliance on charities by the government within a neoliberal welfare state model, and the negative
social/cultural associations with receiving charity. In response, coalitions and movement actors
increasingly ask about justice:

How do we talk about this without labelling people, how do we talk about this in a
sensitive way that recognises all the complexity around food insecurity? Where does
justice fit in and is justice a better way of talking about it? It’s a lot about class and
it’s about socioeconomics, it’s about social exclusion, it’s about housing affordability.
[C2]
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150 SMITH

Today, ‘fair food’ is the term preferred by coalition and movement actors as they seek to estab-
lish shared language, values and visions for food system transformation in Australia through a
justice and equity lens. Although the term could be interpreted as replacing food sovereignty with
a somewhat more reformist approach to food justice, participants all agreed that this strategic re-
framing (largely accomplished through AFSA, but now taken up across scales) has been crucial
for coalition building beyond the local. Importantly, the ‘fair food’ banner has helped to establish
shared proposals for structural level solutions (such as food hubs, agroecology, policy change) to
systemic problems through the lens of justice (government inaction, racism and colonialism) in
ways that are accessible to, and more inclusive of, broad rural and urban publics. For example,
in an effort to go beyond the ‘white, wealthy, urban, middle-class’ demographic of many alterna-
tive food movements (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015), food access initiatives have also grown targeting
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, students, children and remote Indigenous communities,
although these have not been widely studied. Case studies of initiatives I1, I2, I3 and I5 (refer
Table 1) are examples of these kinds of initiatives in Brisbane. These experiments are valuable in
that they seek to reclaim discourses of hunger within an Australian context focused on export-
oriented food production at the expense of domestic food security.
At other levels, the past few years has seen complex food systems concepts such as circular econ-

omy, intersectional food justice (race, class, gender) and food citizenship increasingly expressed
in multistakeholder policy-making experiments such as local/regional food plans and national
‘fair food’ convergences (Reeve et al., 2020). Promising experiments such as the Melbourne Food
Alliance and City of Sydney’s food systems work also demonstrate how the shared goals of ‘fair
food’ are proving useful for the macro scaling-up of CFNs by enhancing collective action and
enlarging public policy space.
Importantly, the turn towards ‘fairness’ has also brought into stark contrast the rhetoric of par-

ticipation versus the reality of representation within CFNs across scales, reflecting the demand of
food justice that ‘disadvantaged communities benefit as much as or more than privileged people
from efforts to strengthen local, healthy food systems’ (Horst et al., 2017, p. 279). Two significant
limitations associated with scaling up CFNs in Australia were identified: the level of engagement
with Indigenous food sovereignty ‘is nowhere near as deep or useful as it could be’ [M1]; and
addressing social inclusion, poverty and hunger ‘hasn’t been explicit’ [C2]. All participants in
this study agreed that these challenges affect the capacity for Australian CFNs to scale up in an
integrative way, illustrating how opportunities for collectivism (macro scaling-up) have been con-
strained when key voices – those most affected by hunger, and indigenous peoples – are left out.
This finding is discussed next.

(Macro) scaling-up: the challenges of representation and ‘voice’

As fair food CFNs in Australia have gradually embraced a clearer food justice orientation, this has
also forced them to address problems of representation,with twomain sites of tension emerging in
interviews. Civic initiatives, coalitions and movements have all had to grapple with the inclusion
of (i) those most vulnerable to hunger and (ii) indigenous people.
In general, civic food coalitions agree that they have not donewell in engaging with people who

are most food insecure, such as urban and rural low-income earners or other subsets of the pop-
ulation such as migrants, refugees, youth, women and the geographically isolated (see Bowden,
2020). ‘In all those challenges, [the Fair Foodmovement] doesn’t really talk to peoplewho are gen-
uinely food insecure’ [C2]. Some local level initiatives have done this work better, through their
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connections with national food waste charities such as Foodbank, for example. One grassroots
social enterprise explained how ‘workingwith people who haven’t necessarily always had the best
access to food’ [I5] has strengthened networks with food charities, and thus, improved food access
outcomes. However, charity networks also recognised that ‘there are always people who get left
out’ [I2]. Other participants rejected food charities altogether, describing them as ‘not healthy’ [I4]
or as ‘a broken system, a short-term band aid system’ [C1]. As found elsewhere (Lawrence et al.,
2013), some participants blamed Australia’s neoliberal model of outsourcing welfare to the private
or volunteer sector for the overrepresentation of emergency food relief responsibilities amongst
homelessness organisations, community pantries and other social service providers who ‘shoul-
der a lot of that burden that should be being picked up by government’ [I5].
By contrast, coalition actors highlighted how many smaller charity organisations were time-

and resource-poor, and so found it difficult to engage in policy advocacywith CFNs at other scales.
For example, engagement between the FairFoodAlliance.Brisbane with homelessness organisa-
tions has only recently been established, despite many attempts at broadening out ‘beyond our
own echo chamber’ [C1]. This seems to have been less problematic in Sydney and Melbourne,
where civic alliances with local charities and governments have a longer history of collaboration.
Other food justice concerns – such as labour or land – have not really been addressed due to

poor representation of marginalised groups within CFNs across scales. Alliances havemore easily
coalesced around health and nutrition, for which responsibility sits more neatly with defined
government departments. Australia’s reliance on temporary, unskilled agricultural labour (i.e.,
migrantworkers from theAsia-Pacific and/or young people on temporary ‘working holiday’ visas)
has been recently exposed during the COVID-19 crisis, with reports of food going unharvested in
fields because of a reduced foreign workforce. Likewise, the invisibility of poor labour conditions
of food workers has been exposed during the pandemic crisis, a problem described by one food
hub advocate as an extension of past labour abuses where workers were ‘contracted under a visa
scheme and then basically imprisoned on a farm’ [I1].
The potential for CFNs to enhance the empowerment of women – who in Australia are 21%

more likely to be food insecure than men (Bowden, 2020) – was discussed by three initiatives in
this study (I1, I4 and I5). As one farmer noted, ‘a lot of new farmers are actually women’ [I4];
they also argued that their preference to keep their farm small is a way to challenge patriarchy
that exploits both women and nature. Other initiatives directly include women as beneficiaries
(i.e., as employees, consumers, farmers, chefs) in food-based social enterprises [I1], and one had
prioritisedwomenas co-owners through community financing and business decision-makers [I5].
In these examples, women and other people from diverse cultural backgrounds were described as
important sources of social learning.
Considering the centrality of race-based inequality in food justice discourse internationally

(Cadieux & Slocum, 2015), it is somewhat surprising that the second major constraint for Aus-
tralian CFNs has been in engaging with Indigenous people and organisations – a problem identi-
fied by all participants in this study. This was captured in the statement: ‘We’ve seen little focus
in the food systems space on our First Nations peoples – where are they within our focus as a
food movement?’ [C3]. Local initiatives widely expressed respect for indigenous ways of knowing
about food systems, environment and governance, but experienced difficulties in embedding this
into how they do their work. As one farmer engaged in peri-urban agriculture explained: ‘[There]
is a really strong, unfortunately frustratingly hard to attain, need for us to establish a connection
with the Indigenous cultures of this landscape’ [I4].
They saw this as indicative of the historical failures of the movement, which if left unaddressed

will be deeply problematic for the future scaling-up of CFNs, both strategically and normatively.
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This supports Moragues-Faus’ (2017) assertion that ‘what counts as justice and who counts as a
subject of justice’matter greatly for progressing collective reframing towards food system transfor-
mation. Indigenous voices have largely been missing from collective food organising beyond the
local, as a result of a deeper cultural ‘discomfort’ around Australia’s colonial past (Mayes, 2018).
This was explained by CFN leaders who recognised a lack of indigenous voices within their own
organisations:

I always felt like, well, if you’re going to talk about addressing food insecurity in Aus-
tralia and you haven’t got Indigenous voices involved, well, that’s a problem. [C2]

We certainly do what we can to promote concerns around Indigenous food
sovereignty or Indigenous rights more broadly, knowing that our authority or our
engagement there is nowhere near as deep or useful as it could be. [M1]

Indigenous groups are definitely active in this space,9 but have only recently become more
visibly, and equitably, part of ‘fair food’ organising outside of indigenous-only coalitions. This is
because Indigenous knowledge and practice fundamentally challenge how collective civic food
spaces should be structured and governed. This problem was described by movement leaders as
one related to culture and power:

I wanted to have a space that wasn’t just run by white fellas with black fellas coming
in. They had a vision for what they wanted as First Nations people but very little
support. [M2]

We’ve tried really hard with our Indigenous engagement [but] cultural differences
make it hard to have an ongoing relationship with any particular [Indigenous] body
to work on these issues. [M1]

An extensive literature has documented the ongoing exclusion of First Nations’ peoples from
land and food system ownership and governance in Australia, with implications for justice and
food sovereignty. Mayes (2018) has highlighted the violence of settler-colonial dispossession of
Indigenous peoples that is rarely acknowledged in discussions of food sovereignty, and how the
political, ethical and legal ‘right-ness’ of food systems on stolen land has not been adequately dealt
with by civic food movements. This is a problem with CFNs’ approach to racial injustice in Aus-
tralia at the current conjuncture; they need to ‘unsettle’ the history of settler-colonial agriculture
and open up spaces for the discussion of competing sovereignties and rights. This requires pro-
cesses that go beyond consulting Indigenous voices to ‘let their ontologies and epistemologies set
the terms and conditions of food sovereignty in Australia’ (Mayes, 2018, p. 140; see also Staines &
Smith, 2021). This challenge affects civic food actors at all scales, although with different points of
emphasis. At the initiative level, one participant explained how learning from indigenous knowl-
edge is crucial to farming:

We need to re-establish and reconcile our relationships with Indigenous people who
still have knowledge, and even those that don’t, and say here’s this land here, come
out, re-learn or teach and re-engage and reconnect. [I4]
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Coalition actors also expressed a need for improving social learning about Indigenous foodways
and were aware that this will shape the direction and collective capacity of civic food movements
into the future. As the Melbourne coalition leader explained:

People are still grappling with, well, what does that mean for our focus, for the way
that we work together, [and] for what might be useful issues to be looking at? The
food movement at the moment is in that. We know we must change how we look at
these issues, but what will we actually do? [C3]

Mann (2019, p. 4) has summarised this problem as one in which CFNs’ emphasis on social
learning and deepening democracy is juxtaposed against a situation in which the voices of ordi-
nary people and diverse food advocates and practitioners struggle to ‘converge in diversity to do
themovement building necessary to bring about transformative change’. For example, while both
AFSA and NENA publicly recognise that First Nations sovereignty has never been ceded, it is also
the case that:

the concept of sovereignty is deeply unsettling for leaders because if you talk about
it in Australia, you can’t or you shouldn’t be able to avoid talking about First Nations
and you shouldn’t be able to avoid talking about the fact that the landwas stolen. [C2]

These findings illustrate that working in solidarity with Indigenous peoples’ (and other
marginalised/food insecure groups) represents a significant space for ongoing contestation and
has become central to determining the trajectory of CFNs in Australia. I argue that by further
politicising the inclusion of diverse food voices at the same time as progressing food justice asso-
ciatedwith race, class, gender, ethnicity, colonisation, capitalism andnature, there is strong poten-
tial for CFNs to engage in more ‘integrated scaling up’ (Utting, 2015). We have already started to
see CFNs deepening their own discourses of (multiple) sovereignties around the right to food,
and a commitment to ‘creating spaces where those civil society food movement actors and others
have a genuine [and] powerful voice at the table’ [C3]. Despite no right to food being currently
afforded in Australia’s constitution or other legal charters, it certainly reflects an emerging point
of integration between fair food and other social justice movements.

CONCLUSIONS

This study has brought together the concepts of ‘food utopias’ and ‘integrative scaling-up’ tomove
beyond the hopeful visions of VTFNs themselves, by also analysing the voices that shape these
visions. In doing so, the article has described the opportunities and challenges around strength-
ening collective food justice in Australia as ones that can be observed at both the micro level of
values and visions, and at the macro level of enlarging opportunities for democratic participation
and collective action. My findings highlight how strengthening CFNs depends on paying closer
attention to whose values and needs are being representedwithin and across initiatives, coalitions
and movements as they seek to scale up in ways that integrate values with process.
Understood here as a subset of VTFNs, civic food initiatives, coalitions and movements have

demonstrated the power of utopian thinking and doing, in which they are ‘actually constructing,
creating what wewant the future to look like’ [M2]. But while the broad vision to ensure equitable
access to food that is ecologically sustainable, healthy and fairly produced, exchanged and con-
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154 SMITH

sumed is generally shared, the adoption of specific guiding concepts – such as food sovereignty,
food justice or advancing the right to food – has been contested. I found that although local initia-
tives focus on different problems (e.g., food waste, hunger, health, resilience, circular economy),
establishing shared proposals for more transformative solutions at the systemic level has been
crucial for coalition and movement building beyond the local. At the national level, while there
is a clear agenda aligning with global food sovereignty and agroecology movements such as La
Via Campesina, I argued that the adoption of ‘fair food’ across scales has been seen as a positive
move in building shared values. However, determining the values to be shared and supported by
diverse,multiscalar, place-based-yet-systems-focused actors has been, and remains, controversial.
Central to this has been the recognition of the need for CFNs to deal with the ‘historical discon-
nect with hidden hunger and big silence around dispossession’ [C2], which ‘fair food’ somewhat
encapsulates. Indicating a shift towards food justice and rights, its value is that it remains open to
contestation that is central to the politics of scale at any one point in time (Wald & Hill, 2016).
Whose visions for food justice and rights are beingmobilised, however, when a significant chal-

lenge has been to ensure the representation and participation of important social groupswho have
traditionally not been part of civic food activism or policy-making in Australia – those who are
most food insecure, and First Nations’ people? I have argued that those most ‘hungry’ in Aus-
tralia have historically been situated within food charity networks, with limited opportunities to
participate in collective efforts to address the causes of unequal food access. While a food justice
re-framing goes some way to highlight race, class and gender dimensions of hunger in Australia,
there remains deep contestation within and amongst CFNs around the place of food charities in
a transformative civic agenda. This aligns with Renting et al.’s (2012, p. 292) important observa-
tion that CFNs encapsulate the hybridity of emerging initiatives, by blending ‘alternative’ and
‘mainstream’ elements as part of ‘an ongoing, incomplete transition process’.
I have also argued that the failure of the civic food movement to adequately grasp the implica-

tions of indigenous sovereignty (in general, and in relation to foodways) is a substantial and con-
stant critique. Participants were acutely aware of the need for CFNs to address the rights and polit-
ical sovereignty of Indigenous peoples, which are indistinguishable from the project of decolonis-
ing the very social and economic foundations in which food systems are embedded (Mayes, 2018).
Improving the representation of indigenous people within advocacy and policy work (as well as
research) remains a major barrier to transformative change.
In short, the experiences of VTFNs in Australia have illustrated how the construction of food

utopias are both hopeful and fragile, not always successful, but certainly enlarging what we think
possible. This can be observed at the micro level of values and visions, and the macro level of
building opportunities for democratic participation. Collective visions for utopian food system
change have been dynamic and are making some progress in bringing food together with other
policy issues such as climate change, health, employment and human rights. It is also the case
that shared values of justice have not been easily negotiated across scales of VTFNs, consider-
ing limitations associated with enlarging participation in networks that are not always inclusive.
Still, as justice discourses have strengthened, so too has the reflexivity of civic food actors who
seek to improve solidarity with marginalised voices on hunger and indigenous food sovereignty.
Further strengthening collaborative opportunities between networks of civic food initiatives and
coalitions within wider social and environmental justice movements – especially around poverty,
human rights and indigenous sovereignty – signals an important opportunity for civic actors
across all sectors in Australia to scale up (if, indeed, this is part of their vision). The time for this
is now, considering the opportunity for re-envisaging food systems presented by COVID-19, and
before the full effects of anthropogenic climate change exacerbate food system injustices further.
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ENDNOTES
1Food sovereignty is defined as ‘the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agricultural systems’
(Nyelini, 2007). As a radical, trans-local alternative tomainstream food systems, food sovereignty has successfully
focused on smallholder agroecological practices and grassroots organising and has elevated the goals of diversity,
inclusivity, democratic participation, human rights (to food, but also indivisible with race and gender) and collec-
tive rights (to housing, health and education). As the literature on food sovereignty is vast, it cannot be repeated
here, see Edelman et al. (2014); Holt-Gimenez and Shattuck (2011) and McMichael (2014). For a connection of
food sovereignty to food utopias, see Wald (2014).

2Food justice is defined as an approach ‘in which power andmaterial resources are shared equitably so that people
and communities can meet their needs, and live with security and dignity, now and into the future’ (Allen, 2010,
p. 3). Again, the literature on food justice is vast and cannot be commented here. For more discussion see Allen
(2008); Dixon (2014), Clendenning et al. (2016) and Gottlieb and Joshi (2010).

3A wide literature examines the relationship between social movements, coalitions and initiatives, which cannot
be adequately examined here. For this article, however, I take Diani’s (1992, p. 13) epistemological starting point
whereby movements can be seen as networks of interactions between a plurality of individuals or groups who
are engaged in social conflict on the basis of a shared collective identity. See also Diani et al. (2010) and Fox
(2010) for literature on social movement formation that highlights the need for shared values and joint action as
key elements connecting individuals, networks, coalitions, alliances and social movements as they work towards
common goals.

4 It is beyond the scope of this article to examine the full breadth of all of these, not least also because no com-
prehensive, national-level database exists to track the number of civic food initiatives in Australia. The closest
approximation can be made from the websites of the Australian Community Gardens Network https://www.
communitygarden.org.au/ and Sustain Australia https://www.sustain.org.au/.
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5These represent Australia’s primary response to the interconnected issues of food waste and food insecurity, due
to its primarily neoliberal approach to food security and welfare provision (Richards et al., 2016).

6AFSA is a member of the ‘International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty’, ‘La Via Campesina’ peasant
movement, ‘Urgenci: The International Network for Community-Supported Agriculture’, and have a seat at the
‘Civil Society Mechanism’ of the FAO Committee on World Food Security (AFSA, 2020)

7These cases are not claimed to be representative or exhaustive of the scope of VTFNs/CFNs in Brisbane or Aus-
tralia. They have been selected from a larger sample of participants and initiatives who are contributing to an
on-going Australian Research Council-funded project.

8These characteristics align the selected sample with the definition of VTFNs and CFNs given previously, but do
not infer value judgements (by the research team) about how ‘utopian’ these actors’ perspectives on scalingmight
be.

9Examples of Indigenous-led initiatives for food justice/sovereignty include Yuri Muntha Gamu (https://www.
yurimunthagamu.com/), Black Duck Foods (https://blackduckfoods.org/) and SEED Indigenous Youth Climate
Network (https://www.seedmob.org.au/).While some similar indigenous advocacy groups participate in the larger
ARC study that this article draws on, theywere not part of the data collection that informed the analysis presented
here.
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